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Notes: Iran-contra Affair Investigation, June 2-4
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, June 5, 1987
June 2: The congressional committees investigating the Iran-contra affair challenged the credibility
of Elliott Abrams, Asst. Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs, stating that he had misled
three other congressional committees. Moreover, committee members pointed out that some of his
testimony on fundamental points conflicted with that of previous witnesses. Abrams acknowledged
that some of his statements in Fall 1986 to Senate and House committees about aid to the contras
had been "misleading." He repeatedly insisted he had been technically correct in his statements
and that he was not involved in the covert aid program during the period when US government
aid to the contras was restricted or prohibited. Abrams' often argumentative testimony clearly
angered several committee members. Rep. Jack Brooks (D-Tex) called him a liar. Under questioning
by counsels for the joint committees, Abrams portrayed himself as a man who was careful not
to learn about details of the contra supply operation run by fired National Security Council aide
Lt. Col. Oliver North. Even after a C-123 cargo plane belonging to the supply network was shot
down in Nicaragua last October, and Abrams knew that North was the person in government
most knowledgeable about it, he testified that he did not ask North if there was any official US
involvement. At the time, Abrams offered repeated "categorical" assurances to Congress and the
news media that there was no government involvement in the operation. "I was careful not to ask
Col. North questions I did not need to know the answers to," said Abrams. Abrams said he had not
pressed North on what he was doing with the contras, even though Secretary of State George Shultz
had asked him in 1985 to "monitor Ollie." Sen. Howell Heflin (D-Ala.) observed, "You see no evil,
hear no evil, speak no evil and inquire of no evil." At one point during his testimony, Abrams said
North once proposed that the contras seize and hold a town in Nicaragua where they would suffer
severe casualties in order to attract American sympathy and possibly US military intervention. As
noted by the NEW YORK TIMES (06/03/87), with previous witnesses, the committees have used the
hearings to piece together evidence of their involvement in aiding the contras. But with Abrams they
stressed instead the issue of whether Congress had the public can trust the executive branch. After
noting that Abrams had offered a "categorical assurance" that no US official was involved in helping
the contras when the C-123 was shot down last October, John W. Nields Jr., the chief counsel to
the House committee, inquired of Abrams: "In this country the public can trust our government
officials to tell the truth?" Nields charged that Abrams had misled three congressional committees
last year. The first was the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, where on October 10 he assured
Sen. John F. Kerry (D-Mass.) that no foreign country had given money to the contras. Four days
later, Nields said, quoting from Abrams' previous testimony, he misled the House Intelligence
Committee, also telling it that no foreign government had helped the contras. In fact, only two
months before, Abrams himself had solicited a $10 million donation from the government of Brunei
for the contras. Abrams asserted that he was "literally correct" because the money never arrived in
the secret Swiss bank account he had given the Brunei authorities. On November 25, Abrams told
the Senate Intelligence Committee that the State Department had not solicited funds for the contras
and that he had never discussed "the problems of fund-raising by the contras with members" of
the NSC staff. Under questioning by attorney Mark Belnick, Abrams maintained that a series of
other witnesses and documents obtained by the committee were wrong. He denied the veracity of
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testimony given by Lewis A. Tambs, former Ambassador to Costa Rica, that he had taken orders
to open a new military front in southern Nicaragua from a special interagency group directed by
Abrams. Abrams said, "He doesn't know what he is talking about." Abrams also denied testimony
given last week by John K. Singlaub, that Abrams had agreed to provide a "signal" of official
sanction to Taiwan when Singlaub solicited that country for contra aid. Shown a memo written by
one of his own deputies, Richard H. Melton, referring to an "earlier decision" he had made to pass
the message to Taiwan, Abrams said, "The memo is in error." Abrams also provided new details
about his role in soliciting money for the contras from Brunei. He said the decision to seek financing
from a foreign country was made on May 16, 1986, at a meeting of the NSC Planning Group in
the Situation Room at the White House. The meeting was attended by Reagan and Bush, among
others. The original suggestion of a solicitation, notes taken during the meeting show, was made by
Shultz, and the possibility of direct intervention by the President was discussed and not rejected.
He said that before soliciting funds from Brunei, he asked North to provide a bank account where
the money would be deposited. According to Abrams, North directed his secretary, Fawn Hall, to
type out the number of a Swiss bank account. But two digits of the account were transposed. As a
result of the error, the money was deposited in the wrong account and was located by investigators
only last month. At a news conference, Shultz said he had "complete confidence" in Abrams,
adding, "He's a person of tremendous energy and integrity, and I am sure he will emerge in that
light." Court records disclosed June 2 indicate that North has been battling to avoid a jail term for
contempt of court. A docket entry in the Federal Court of Appeals in Washington showed that he
filed a motion on May 8 "for stay, or in the alternative, for bail." North apparently received the stay.
Documents indicate that North risked the jail term by challenging Walsh's authority to enforce
subpoenas. June 3: Abrams was questioned repeatedly about misleading Congress last year about
the administration's efforts on behalf of the contras. Rep. Lee Hamilton (D-Ind), chairman of the
House investigative committee, told Abrams: "We cannot advance US interests if public officials
who testify before the Congress resort to legalisms, word games, claim ignorance about things they
either knew or should know about and, at critical points, tell Congress things that are not true."
Abrams said he intended to continue in his present position and had been assured of the support
of Secretary Shultz. State Department spokesman Charles Redman said Shultz had "absolutely
not" lost confidence in Abrams, adding, "He thinks Secretary Abrams is dong a sensational job,
and he has full and total confidence in him." Meanwhile, Rep. Dante B. Fascell (D-Fla) who heads
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, predicted that "all this is going to make it very difficult" for
Abrams to work effectively with Congress when legislation providing additional aid to the contras
comes up next fall. Many members of Congress have been saying for months that the Iran-contra
scandal has precluded any possibility that more contra aid will be approved. The $100 million in US
aid being spent this year is expected to run out late summer. The administration has said it intends
to delay asking for renewed aid until autumn, after the Iran-contra hearings have ended. Sen.
David L. Boren (D-Okla.), chairman of the Intelligence committee, said there was "too much on the
record" for Abrams to regain "a relationship of trust" with Congress. At one point, when Abrams
insisted that he intended to stay in office, Sen. George J. Mitchell (D-Maine) said, "I think what's
going to happen is truly inexorable." Some Republican legislators defended Abrams. Rep. Henry
J. Hyde (R-Ill), for example, said that while the administration's and Abrams means might have
been "bad and blameworthy," the fact that the Nicaraguan contras survived justified their efforts.
Other Republicans were critical of Abrams for misleading Congress. Sen. Paul S. Trible Jr. declared
"in your case, a man of uncommon ability and intellect trusted the wrong people, failed to ask the
right questions and misled Congress." Sen. Warren B. Rudman (R-NH), along with several others,
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suggested somewhat sympathetically that Abrams had been made a "fall guy" by others in the
administration. Rudman also accused Abrams of having had an "incomprehensible lack of curiosity"
about what his colleagues in the administration were doing. Rep. Jack Brooks (D-Tex) made a similar
point. "Most people take pride and are smug about knowledge," he said. "You seem to be very
proud about not knowing anything about the real sticky problems with which you were involved."
Brooks, chairman of the Committee on Government Operations, continued, "I wonder whether
you can survive as Assistant Secretary of State." In response, Abrams said, "Fortunately, I guess
I have to say, I don't work for you. I work for George Shultz, and he seems to be pretty satisfied
with the job I've done for him." Albert Hakim, financial organizer of the arms sales to Iran testified
that he had set aside $200,000 for the personal use of North and his family. He told the committees
that he had not directly told North about the money. Hakim said the matter was discussed last
year with North's wife, Betsy. John W. Nields Jr., chief counsel of the House committee suggested
that Mrs. North would not have discussed it without her husband's knowledge. Hakim was retired
military officer Richard Secord's business partner. He said he, Secord and North had separate
responsibilities in selling weapons to Iran and supplying the contras. He said he was in charge of
the finances, Secord of the operations and North of the policy. Records show that their working
arrangement made a profit of more than $9 million, primarily from the sale of arms to Iran. Of that
amount, the documents indicate more than $6 million went to Hakim's personal account, although
about $4 million may be owed for expenses. Hakim said he always intended to make a profit and
made no pretense of working "for philanthropic purposes." Secord had about $1 million put in his
account, but that account was never drawn on. Secord testified last month that he had renounced
all profits from the arms sales. Hakim confirmed that Secord had told him early in 1986 that he was
doing so. Hakim said he had put money in the account anyway because he thought the general
might change his mind. Another million in profits was allocated to Thomas Clines, a former CIA
officer who worked with Secord and Hakim. More than $600,000 was placed in the account of
Stanford Technology Trading Group International, a business owned equally by Hakim and Secord.
Hakim said this money was intended for business investments. Finally, $200,000 was set aside for
North in an account code-named "button." Hakim said he set up the account for North in May 1986
just before North and others went to Teheran on a dangerous, secret and ultimately unsuccessful
mission to trade weapons for the US hostages in Lebanon. Hakim said he had done so because he
had become "emotionally very attached to Ollie, "and he knew he was concerned about his family.
Thomas Dowling, a witness who represented himself to a congressional committee as a Roman
Catholic priest, received $2,500 in travelers checks from North, according to officials involved in
the Iran-contra inquiry. Dowling, who said he had visited Nicaraguan contra camps, appeared in
full clerical garb before the House subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs in June 1985 and
disputed reports of human rights abuses by the contras. Characterizing the contras as "extremely
religious," he told the subcommittee that the persons associated with the Nicaraguan government
"put on contra uniforms and commit atrocities." A spokesman for the San Francisco Archdiocese
said on June 3 that a thorough investigation of its records indicated that Dowling was not a priest.
Dowling told KRON-TV in San Francisco that he was not a Roman Catholic priest but was ordained
by "the Old Roman Catholic Church," which he described as a small, independent Catholic church.
Dowling's signature has since been discovered on travelers checks that were among those that
North received from Calero, according to congressional investigators. They are trying to determine
the nature of Dowling's relationship with North and what he did with the money he received.
Criticizing the apparent deception of Congress, Rep. Sam Gejdenson (D-CT) who was chairman of
the hearing at which Dowling spoke, called upon the House Foreign Affairs Committee to swear in
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all its witnesses. Dowling was invited to testify by Robert J. Lagonarsino (R-Cal). Tabor Dunman,
a minority staff consultant who arranged the testimony, said June 3 that he believed that Dowling
was recommended by the State Department, but he could have been recommended by a private
pro-contra group. Dowling was quoted on a local San Francisco television station on June 2 as
saying that he received the travelers checks from Calero to enlist support in the US for the contras.
Dowling added that he was paid for producing a 30-page pro-contra booklet by a public relations
concern known as International Business Corp. Last year, Dowling was pictured in clerical garb in
a newsletter distributed by Causa International, an anti-communist lobbying group affiliated with
the Rev. Moon's Unification Church. Special prosecutor in the Iran-contra affair Lawrence Walsh
requested the committees to delay a vote on granting immunity to North. He stated that committee
members should by now have sufficient evidence about North's role without having to grant him
immunity. Under limited immunity, only evidence developed independently of the congressional
inquiry could be used to prosecute North. Under a March 18 agreement between the congressional
committees and Walsh, to give the special prosecutor more time to gather evidence against North,
the committees decided to postpone voting on whether to grant North immunity until June 4. The
committees also agreed at the time not to question North in private before June 15 and not to call
him as a public witness until June 23. North and his lawyers appeared in the US Court of Appeals
in Washington to renew their argument that the special prosecutor's investigation violated the
Constitution's separation of powers provision and should be suspended. North is appealing a lower
court ruling that permitted the investigation to continue. June 4: The congressional committees
voted to grant North limited immunity. Meanwhile, in a decision perceived as a partial concession
to Walsh's request, the congresspersons agreed that North would not be questioned during the
subsequent three-week period. (Basic data from several reports by AP, Agence France Presse, and
NEW YORK TIMES, PBS's MacNeil-Lehrer News Hour)
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